Introduction
The first pathway highlights deliberate practice activities through early specialization in one 23 sport, while the second focuses on deliberate play activities and sampling a variety of sports 24 (Côté et al. 2012) . Whether sport participation leads to recreational or competitive 25 involvement, the DMSP highlights that the concepts of early diversification (sampling) and 1 deliberate play should be key components of early childhood sport experience (Strachan et al. 2 2011). In effect, children should participate in a wide range of sports, with the focus being 3 primarily on deliberate play activities, such as street football, which are modified versions of 4 adult games with a high emphasis on enjoyment ).
5
Research has identified the benefits of an emphasis on deliberate play in childhood in 6 terms of both performance enhancement and psychological well-being. From a performance 7 perspective, a vast investment in unorganized and unstructured play during the sampling 8 years has been associated with future success in team sports (e.g., Weissensteiner et al. children's motivation to stay involved in sport at a recreational or elite level is largely 15 influenced by positive experiences in the sampling years (Gilbert et al. 2002, Côté et al. 16 
2003, Côté and Fraser-Thomas 2008).

17
The DMSP proposes that not only should children under twelve participate in lots of 18 deliberate play activities, but, they should spend limited time in deliberate practice and 19 organized (formal) competitive activities ). Deliberate practice is a key 20 feature of an early specialization approach, where activities are highly structured, effortful, 21 low in inherent enjoyment, and aim to improve performance (Ericsson et al. 1993) . From a 22 deliberate practice standpoint, intensive practice activities should be introduced at an early 23 age to enable the accumulation of the vast hours of practice required to reach elite status (see, , and these early differences can cause children to be assigned into a specialized 5 position that may not suit their post-adolescent frame. The danger of early position-specific 6 specialization is exacerbated because differences in biological maturity are also influenced by 7 the one-year age difference that can exist between the oldest and youngest players in an age-8 group team (the 'relative age effect'; Till et al. 2010 ).
9
The DMSP also postulates that organized competition is unnecessary for children's 10 development in the sampling years and therefore the model does not explicitly consider the 11 structure of this activity ). However, a significant proportion of the overall 12 time children spend in sport-related development activities in soccer (Ford and Williams, of this form of activity on the development of children involved in organized sport. Indeed, 16 with over 700 clubs currently participating in regular organized competitive mini-rugby 17 union matches (under-7 to under-11) in England alone, the impact of (inappropriate) 18 competition on player development needs to be considered. The current rules of mini rugby 19 union (RFU 2011) appear to be aligned with an early specialization pathway, with all the 20 highly specialized skills from the full adult version of the game (such as scrums and lineouts), 21 introduced from under-9 onwards, following two years of unstructured, non-contact rugby
22
(Tag rugby).
23
There have been recent calls for an increase in the amount deliberate play activities 24 within organized sport programmes . While the emphasis has been on the were the key components for rugby participation during childhood. To achieve this aim the 9 study was directed by the following research question: How do expert coaches make sense of 10 player development through mini rugby?
11
Methods
12
Elite coaches' opinions of participation in mini rugby were investigated through qualitative The participants were nine elite male rugby union coaches whose ages ranged from 32 to 65 2 years (M = 42.33, SD = 9.02 years). An elite coach was classified as an individual who made 3 his living from coaching and had experience of coaching at English Championship level or 4 above. During the interview period the participants were coaching at international (n = 3),
5
European (n = 2), English Premiership (n = 1) and English Championship level (n = 3).
6
Seven coaches had experience of coaching mini rugby, while three of these were involved 7 with coaching mini-rugby teams when the interviews were conducted. 
Design and Procedure
9
Ethical approval was granted by the University Ethics Committee and a sample of nine elite 10 coaches was chosen using a purposive approach to ensure access to knowledgeable people 11 (Cohen et al. 2011) . The first author is a level three rugby coach whose "insider identity" 12 within the English coaching community enabled him to approach "gatekeepers" who helped 14 Prior to the interviews, participants were sent an information sheet by e-mail giving 15 them an outline of the research study and time to raise any concerns and prepare for the 
Data Analysis
12
The interviews were transcribed verbatim by the first author and pseudonyms were given to An inductive analysis approach was applied to ensure that the themes were not 21 restricted by a pre-existing coding frame and emerged from the data (Braun and Clarke The importance of judging the quality of qualitative inquiry has emerged as an analysis of data; the credibility of the researchers; and the potential contribution of the work, 19 were considered, and should allow readers to draw their own conclusions in terms of the 20 validity of the research (Tracey 2010) . We feel that the study can be deemed worthy as it was 21 relevant and timely, considering the interest in the design of age-appropriate competitive 
Results
8
The analysis identified five themes associated with competitive activities within a player 
Introducing Competition
13
The first theme emerging from the data was that all the coaches believed it was appropriate 14 for children to play competitive rugby games during childhood. For example, Eric explained 15 the benefits of starting with an introductory competitive game (Tag rugby):
16
I have no problem with five and six year old playing tag personally. I don't see that as a 17 problem as long as emotionally they are able to deal with that and they're well coached and 18 people understand that they are working with five year olds and the length of session, the type 19 of session and nature of the session reflects their age and they are playing within their own 20 age profile. I don't see why five, six year olds can't run around passing a rugby ball. 21 The coaches emphasised that it was important that these competitive games were 22 played within an appropriate competitive structure. Coaches' opinions varied however, with 23 some suggesting that games should be competitive but not played to win tournaments or 24 cups. Frank explained that in competitive games "you're going to keep score and that's not a 1 problem. Somebody will win and someone will lose, but handing out all these medals and all 2 that is nonsense." Eric added, "I think every game should be competitive. I don't mean they you can't identify who's going to be the best player at that age. It makes coaches want to take 8 less risks, because they want to win and I think kids want to win anyway; so there's no point 9 in putting a trophy at the end of it. I think competition is healthy but when kids play football 10 in the playground against each other they want to win -there's no league or county cup 11 competition on the end of it, it's just their competitive instincts. I think they should play 12 games but you should let the inner competitive spirit kind of dictate it. 13
Some of the coaches felt that at the older mini-rugby levels a minimal amount of 14 tournament rugby was acceptable as it provided learning opportunities to encourage positive 15 behaviours. Henry said, "they need to learn to deal with defeat, they need to learn how to win 16 properly, but it doesn't need to be the be all and end all of every time they play the game." with humility, lose with good grace, deal with disappointment, be humble when you win all 20 that sort of stuff. I think that ultimately rugby and life is competitive and you want to see that 21
people are prepared to roll their sleeves up a bit in adversity; but that's not to say that I would 22 overdo it at under 11's by any stretch of the imagination. 23
Although some coaches encouraged playing games in tournaments, it was felt that 24 they should be the exception rather than the norm. According to Henry, players in The second theme emerging from the data was that elite coaches identified high involvement 6 as an important element for everyone taking part in competitive rugby union matches. They 7 believed that playing unstructured small-sided matches at mini rugby level and scaffolding 8 the introduction of key elements at each level was the key to providing high involvement for 9 all players. Frank suggested that:
10 We need to de-clutter the game, less laws, we need to introduce contact later, introduce 11 kicking and various other things at an appropriate time and really focus on catch, pass 12 decision making....We start reasonably well with tag and one or two other things and then we 13 just, we just put on too many layers. 14 According to Mike it was important that we should not be looking "for the game that Although there were slight variations on the ideal number of players for each team at 22 different age levels, there was a consensus that having smaller numbers on each side would 23 lead to an increase in the number of involvements for each player. Seth explained: 24 It's not rocket science. The more somebody can get a ball in their hands and make decisions 1 the better they are going to get at it and if you are playing eleven a side, thirteen a side … you 2 watch some of the games, some kids touch it once or twice in half an hour so. I think smaller 3 sided games … also giving them enough space, but just trying to get young players as many 4 chances to get their hands on the ball, make decisions and make as many passes as they 5 possibly can and not stereotype at a young age who plays where. 6
With higher involvement for all players during games, the coaches felt that it would 7 also ensure a greater opportunity for all individuals to develop a core set of fundamental As well as having a positive benefit on the skill and tactical development of players it 16 was also suggested that having unstructured games with high involvement would have 17 psycholosocial benefits. One of the coaches believed that it was crucial for higher 18 participation levels and to get children of all shape and sizes involved in the game:
19
For me, it's really important that we give the kids a really positive experience. That they 20 contribute. That they are allowed to handle the ball. That they are encouraged to run and pass 21 from a young age. They are encouraged to support one another. They are encouraged to 22 defend in a way that the attack is put under pressure. And I think the more we can create a 23 sport where kids of all ages and both sexes want to play for as long as they can, we're just 24 going to produce a far bigger number of kids who love the game and are competent to a level, 1 because they are involved (Richard). 2 Scaffolding Skills -Introducing Contact 3 The third theme that emerged saw the coaches identify the importance of introducing contact 4 skills in competitive small-sided matches at the right developmental stage during childhood.
5
Henry explained: 6 I just think it's vital they get it right because the current system is so heavily weighted to big 7 kids, powerful physically developed kids at a young age; that we are probably losing a lot of 8 kids that are skilful players just because of that element of the game that they're not 9 particularly good at. 10
All coaches identified contact skills as the main strength of the players produced by Henry felt that, "the one area that they tend to be lacking is in decision-making and self-18 reliance on the pitch and being able to make decisions for themselves."
19
Although all participants believed that contact skills should be introduced through 20 tackling at the appropriate age in small-sided games, it was essential that it was not to the 21 detriment of developing the core technical and tactical skills. For the majority of coaches, introducing children to basic contact skills (i.e. tackling) 5 at around the under-9 level was essential, with Seth explaining that, "the first part of the 6 contact process really is the tackle in open play so go to that first and let them get proficient 7 at that." Eric believed that, "the earlier you can teach them to tackle the easier it is and the 8 more likely they are to tackle." For Lee introducing the tackle correctly was crucial to the 9 overall development of players' contact skills.
10
I think it is the foundation level of confidence a child needs to have to enjoy rugby. I think 11 that if you can give them the confidence to master the art of tackling then I think as a 12 consequence the rest of the physicality of the game will become less threatening. 13
Although the coaches were supportive of introducing contact skills through tackling 14 they were critical of the current rules of games where all specialized set-piece skills (scrum 15 and lineout) and contact breakdown skills (rucking and mauling) are introduced from Under- Competitive scrums and lineouts were acknowledged as important aspects of rugby 23 union from adolescence onwards, however they were seen as late specialization skills and an 24 unnecessary part of competitive games played at mini rugby level. Henry felt that scrums and 1 lineouts "just slow the game down -I think it happens enough in the senior game", and
2
Richard explained, "I would do my utmost to get rid of scrums and lineouts because they (i.
Although some coaches explained that they could see the benefits of uncompetitive 8 scrums as a way of restarting play, overall it was felt that scrums and lineouts were not 9 needed during the sampling years. Frank said that, "I wouldn't have a lineout until they are 10 post twelve," while Henry explained that, "I don't think they need to start doing scrums or 11 lineouts until they are 14." Seth summed up the general feeling explaining that the game at 12 mini rugby level needed to have high involvement, be faster moving with the ball in play for 13 
longer. He added that it would:
14 Also develop them into more intelligent rugby players because it's the same with any 15 learning, any skill or revising for exams at school the more they do it the better they get at it. 16
If you've got scrums, lineouts, rucks, mauls it takes significant chunks out of the game where 17 they could be learning how to pass before contact, and avoid contact to make decisions. 18
Early Diversification
19
There were two aspects that emerged from the third theme identified -early diversification -20 and these related to both the micro situation (within rugby) and the macro situation (within 21 sport in general). The first was to maintain early diversification in rugby by encouraging 22 players to play in a variety of playing positions, and the second was early diversification 23 through playing a variety of sports during childhood. It was suggested by some of the coaches 24 that the current competitive games structure can lead to early position specialization of young 1 players, which can have a negative impact on development. Richard explained:
2 What happens then when they get scrums and lineouts is [at under -9] , and again excuse the 3 politically incorrectness, they go you're a fat kid you're a prop, you're tall kid you're second 4 row. You're going to practice scrums and lineouts while the backs practice moves which 5 involves running and handling. So all of a sudden you've separated the team in half, you 6 continue to do some sort of skill development with these and with these they are doing 7 something they can't really compete at until they are 18. 8 Eric felt that from a young age, "I certainly wouldn't pigeon hole them," and that it 9 was essential to give, "people opportunities to gain experience and develop in lots of different Alongside early player position diversification, it was emphasized by coaches that a 23 key element during childhood should be sampling or taking part in a variety of sports.
24
Although they were supportive of players participating in competitive rugby matches at mini-25 rugby level, it was believed that playing different sports during childhood would have 1 positive results for the technical, physical, and psychological development of rugby players. It was suggested by Mike that sticking solely to rugby from a young age was detrimental for 3 player development.
4
I think my biggest concern, obviously when the game went professional is that there is a huge 5 amount of players just to stick with one sport or just to stick with rugby. And I firmly believe 6 that you know up to the age of 16 you know they should be playing football, cricket, 7 basketball, athletics…The danger is that you know you get players thinking only one way and 8 I think a multisport, multiskilled approach for me is still very important and particularly for 9 decision making. 10
This multisport approach was also highlighted by Bob who identified a number of 11 advantages of sampling a variety of sports from childhood. He explained that any opportunity 12 to, "run around looking for space, movement, is going to improve you as a rugby player."
13
Football is a classic one isn't it, you know playing football, your best twelve, thirteen year old 14 backs tend to be guys who've played football since the day dot and are quite good and 15 competitive at it and they have that ability to kick the ball, see a bit of space, general 16 movement, can control things that are happening around them. So I'm all for that. I almost 17 think, almost think rugby's probably a bad sport for you at a young age because everything is 18 right in your face, and it's shutdown time all the time, shutdown time, shutdown time. You're 19 always being closed down and its helter skelter, things are flying at you all the time. 20 Frank also believed that, "all sports have different skill sets which in the bigger 21 picture, they just make the player a better all round player," while Hugh encouraged his 22 children to play as many sports as possible. participation in the game. I think it's got to be especially for kids, they've got to enjoy it 8 otherwise they shouldn't be playing." At mini rugby level Seth believed it was crucial,
9
"because it increases retention and, it keeps kids in the game for longer, which in turn gives 10 them more hours practice, and develops them into better players."
11
The role of the mini-rugby coach during matches was seen as a crucial element in The big drama I have with kids coming through is their ability to communicate is significantly 3 poor year on year it's getting worse, and worse, and worse. But part of the problem is we're 4 having someone communicate for the kids especially in our sport -pass, pass, tackle -shut up 5 man they'll work it out, they're not stupid. It was identified by the elite coaches that the key to positive touchline behaviour was 10 Their roles are to support and to observe and then feedback in no more than either one or two 11 things at a time. I would say words of support and encouragement rather than shouting and 12 direction…Let them discover it, because if coaches can control themselves get them on the 13 sideline just let the kids play. 14 As well as encouraging fun and enjoyment, the role of adults as match official was 15 identified as a key factor in promoting a positive environment and developing players during 16 small-sided games. Instead of having a referee strictly applying the laws of the game it was 17 suggested by the elite coaches that the person officiating the game should use it as an 18 opportunity to coach the players. Richard felt that, "even at the World Cup now referees are 19 coaching" and Eric believed that the best referees applied this approach.
20
What I see at any level of the game is the best referees' constantly talk to the players. So even 21 at international level it's more get onside, hands away or roll away or leave it; they are 22 coaching the game to allow it to flow rather than penalizing. 23 Having the coach/referee on the field during games at mini-rugby level was seen as an 1 ideal situation to assist the development of players. Richard explained:
2
There is a great opportunity with those games to actually to start to educate, and to talk to kids 3 and at the break get a perspective from both sides. Then get the referees perspective; or we're 4 going to 5 minutes now to discover what the back foot is and what you can and can't do. 5 It was identified that some players struggle to connect the sessions done in practice 6 with the game and that the match environment provides an ideal learning opportunity. As Lee However, coaches expressed caution if a referee/coach approach was used to assist 12 with the players' learning. According to Richard it was, "essential that there is somebody in pass it, pass it, it defeats the object a little bit." It was stressed that it was essential that the 17 person officiating had to have the correct coaching philosophy and know how and when to 18 apply the best learning techniques in practice.
19
I think intervention's key to good coaching but it's knowing instinctively when to intervene 20 and actually when to let them get on with it. Sometimes I think you can intervene when they 21 would have worked out for themselves anyway, so it depends what the intervention is. If it's 22 to stop the game and tell them he should have passed to this lad because there was a two v 23 one I would probably say don't worry about it (Seth). 24
Discussion
1
The current study sought to initiate enquiry into the effective introduction of children to 2 participation in organized rugby union, by asking elite coaches to discuss pertinent issues 3 with the current system and suggest potential improvements. The themes that emerged from 4 these discussions generally supported the principles of the DMSP model ), 5 with an emphasis on early diversification and deliberate play through unstructured small-6 sided games being lauded. However, the coaches also discussed the importance of The elite coaches reported that competitive matches could play a key part in an 12 effective pathway for player development during childhood. DMSP purists might argue that Rather, Ford and colleagues proposed an early engagement model, which recognizes that, 22 while elite soccer players may specialise early during childhood, the focus is still on high 23 amounts of deliberate play activities during the sampling years. While the coaches in the 24 current study supported the benefits of early engagement through playing organized rugby 25 games, they also supported the early diversification principles of the DMSP on both a micro 1 (the structure of rugby games) and macro (sporting involvement in general) level.
2
At the micro level, the coaches felt that the organized games should be modified, less 
15
Contrary to the early diversification pathway of the DMSP, which proposes that there 16 should be limited if any adult involvement in children's deliberate play activities (Côté et al. 17 2007), coaches in the current study were supportive of appropriate adult involvement during 18 the sampling years. Specifically, the coaches felt that, as both coaches and referees, adults 
10
With regards the structure of the game itself, the elite coaches were supportive of a 11 focus on simplified, less structured games, with increased structure and complexity being 12 gradually introduced over the sampling period. There was concern that the current system It was suggested that encouraging less structure and promoting skill development 3 during matches would increase the opportunities for all players to embed fundamental 4 movement and tactical skills during this critical childhood period for skill development (e.g., 5 Maude 1996). The coaches agreed that small-sided games are crucial to encourage high 6 involvement for players' skill development. This is consistent with previous research that has 7 shown that small-sided versions of invasion games can encourage high player involvement, 8 with increased opportunities for scoring, basic skill development, and decision-making 14 It is evident that the coach-generated themes discussed in this article do not fully align 15 with the DMSP's strict interpretation of sampling and deliberate play (i.e. no adult 16 involvement and no organized competition). This variance from the framework can be 17 interpreted in two ways. First, the DMSP may represent a philosophical ideal to be strived 18 for, but one that is difficult to achieve within the current sport participation landscape where 19 school and local sports clubs seek to thrive. If children are going to play organized sport, then 20 it is important that their experience is as developmentally appropriate as possible. As the elite 21 coaches suggest, some of the elements of a sampling pathway for young children can be While the results are likely to provide useful guidance to the RFU as they seek to re-6 develop the rules governing the current developmental pathway in rugby union in England, organised rugby participation. In combination with a focus on critiquing the current player 10 development structure, this bias may explain why themes were incremental to a degree. For 11 example, while the DMSP suggests that the negative influence of inappropriate adult 12 involvement and adult-driven competitive structures can be negated by allowing children to 13 just play non-supervised backyard games, the coaches preferred to consider this issue in 14 terms of more supportive adult involvement. As some of the issues raised (e.g., competing in 15 more than one organized sport) need to be considered within a more general framework of 16 children's sport participation, future research might seek to explore the opinions of parents 17 and children. 18 Second, while a theme of incremental skill introduction emerged, it was not the aim of 19 the study to explore explicitly when during development specific skills should be introduced.
20
The interviews tended to focus on concerns with the introduction of multiple specialised 21 skills in under-9 rugby, at the expense of consolidating the key skills developed during Tag   22 rugby at under-7 and under-8, as this emerged as a perceived concern with the RFU's current 23 development pathway. However, the coaches expressed opinions on whether some skills 24 should be introduced during or after the sampling years, and this is clearly an interesting area 25 27 for further exploration. At present there is limited enquiry in the skill acquisition literature 1 that attempts to examine optimal periods for motor skill acquisition during late childhood, 2 adolescence.
3
Conclusion
4
The current study initiated enquiry into the question of how children should be introduced to 5 competitive rugby union during the sampling years. By using qualitative semi-structured 6 interviews, rich, detailed and complex accounts were gathered from elite coaches on the key 7 components of a developmental pathway for competitive games during childhood. The 8 strength of such an inductive approach is that themes emerged from the data that did not 9 explicitly match the framework (Côté 's DMSP) on which the research questions were 10 developed. Indeed, while the participants did discuss the importance of limited structure for tackling at around the under-9 age level was seen as crucial to developing contact skills.
22
Alongside developing these playing skills, having fun was identified as an important factor.
23
Coaches believed that adults should play a crucial role in creating this developmental making, that might benefit children whether they stayed involved in rugby or not. 
